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Just  over  128,000  of  the  Nation's  2.5  million  farms  are  solely  or  prinqi/pally 
operated  by  women,  or  5  percent  of  the  total,  according  to  the  1978  Census  of  Agricul- 
ture, the  first  census  to  publish  data  on  sex  of  farm  operators.  J_/  Although"  male 
operators  have  historically  dominated  farming,  females  not  only  contribute  Substan- 
tially to  some  types  of  agricutural  production  but  their  numbers  are  also  growing. 
U.S<  Department  of  Labor  statistics  show  that  the  number  of  women  employed  solely  or 
principally  as  farm  operators  and  managers  doubled  from  1970  to  1980. 

Because  of  reporting  procedures,  the  number  of  female  farmers  is  somewhat  under- 
stated in  the  agricultural  census.   Most  farm  wives  do  some  farmwork  and  many  share 
responsibility  of  running  the  farm  with  their  husbands,  but  for  census  reporting  pur- 
poses, only  one  operator  per  farm  may  be  designated.   Operator  designation  is  deter- 
mined by  the  individual  couple  and  usually  the  husband  is  selected.   Females  desig- 
nated as  operators  most  often  run  the  farm  enterprise  alone  or  are  widows  of  farmers. 

Geographically,  a  disproportionate  number  of  female  farmers  are  located  in  the 
South — the  16  Southern  States  contain  over  half  of  all  female-operated  farms,  with 
Texas  alone  reporting  nearly  one-tenth  (table  1).   Only  one-fourth  are  in  the  North 
Central  region.   By  contrast,  there  are  somewhat  more  farms  operated  by  men  in  the 
North  Central  region  (42  percent  of  the  male  total)  than  in  the  South  (40  percent). 

Female  farmers  range  from  a  high  of  13  percent  of  all  farmers  in  Hawaii  and  10 
percent  in  Florida  to  a  low  of  2  percent  in  Minnesota,  North  Dakota,  and  Iowa.   North 
Central  States  generally  have  the  smallest  proportions  of  female  farmers,  and  Southern 
States,  the  largest.   Most  Northeastern  and  Western  States  also  have  sizable  numbers 
of  female  farmers. 

Each  farm  operator  in  the  agricultural  census  is  classified  by  tenure  as  a  full 
owner,  part  owner,  or  tenant.   The  majority  of  female  farmers  are  full  owners  of  their 
land;  only  one-fifth  rent  any  of  the  land  -they  operate  (table  2).   Men  operate  propor- 
tionately fewer  full  owner  farms  and  more  part  owner  and  tenant  farms.   While  there  is 
some  geographic  variation  in  the  proportion  of  farms  in  each  tenure  category  by  sex, 
these  same  basic  patterns  exist  in  all  four  regions. 

In  terms  of  farm  size,  most  women  operators  run  small  farms,  whether  measured  by 
acreage  or  value  of  agricultural  products  sold.   Their  farms  average  285  acres  in 
size  and  account  for  about  4  percent  of  all  land  in  farms.   The  average  size  of  farms 
operated  by  men  is  423  acres.   Thirty-nine  percent  of  female-operated  farms  are  less 
than  50  acres  in  size  and  just  8  percent  have  more  than  500  acres.   About  83  percent 
of  female-operated  farms  reported  less  than  $20,000  in  gross  farm  sales  in  1978,  com- 
pared with  63  percent  for  raalesA  Some  22,000  female  farmers,  however,  had  sales  in 
excess  of  $20,000;  nearly  one-fifth  of  these  had  sales  over  $100,000.   The  greatest 


!_/  The  1978  census  (released  in  1981)  provides  the  only  extensive  statistical  in- 
formation available  on  female  farm  operators.  In  a  1981  study  sponsored  by  the  U.S. 
Department  of  Agriculture  and  conducted  by  the  National  Opinion  Research  Center,  the 
general  role  and  position  of  women  on  family  farms  was  examined,  regardless  of  oper- 
ator status.  See  "American  Farm  Women:  Findings  from  a  National  Survey,"  by  Calvin 
Jones  and  Rachel  A.  Rosenfeld.  NORC-Report  No.  130. 
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Table  1-Female  farm  operators  by  State,  race,  and  principal  occupation,  1978 


:Percentage  of  each 

Black 

:     Principal 

Area      : 

Total 

:area's  total  farm 

and 

:     occu 

jat ion 

:     operators 

■  minorit 

y  races 

farming  1/ 

Number 

Percent 

Number 

Percent 

Number 

Percent 

United  States 

128,170 

5.2 

7,749 

6.0 

63,218 

49.3 

Northeast       : 

8,852 

5.9 

41 

.5 

4,687 

53.0 

Maine         : 

558 

6.8 

4 

.7 

254 

45.5 

New  Hampshire  : 

257 

7.8 

- 

- 

109 

42.6 

Vermont 

592 

8.1 

2 

.3 

356 

60.1 

Massachusetts  : 

453 

7.7 

1 

.2 

226 

49.9 

Rhode  Island 

50 

5.8 

- 

- 

21 

42.0 

Connecticut 

393 

8.6 

1 

.3 

210 

53.4 

New  York 

2,917 

5.9 

8 

.3 

1,583 

54.3 

New  Jersey 

754 

7.6 

8 

1.1 

467 

61.9 

Pennsylvania 

2,878 

4.8 

17 

.6 

1,461 

50.8 

North  Central 

33,811 

3.3 

306 

.9 

18,485 

54.7 

Ohio 

4,045 

4.2 

22 

.5 

1,831 

45.3 

Indi  ana 

2,816 

3.2 

21 

.7 

1,305 

46.4 

11 linois 

3,286 

3.0 

24 

.7 

1,699 

51.7 

Michigan 

2,636 

3.9 

28 

1.1 

1,352 

51.3 

Wisconsin 

:    3,163 

3.5 

6 

.2 

2,001 

63.3 

Minnesota 

2,208 

2.1 

18 

.8 

1,410 

63.9 

Iowa 

3,048 

2.4 

23 

.8 

1,899 

62.3 

Missouri 

:    6,079 

5.0 

34 

.6 

3,054 

50.2 

North  Dakota 

:     927 

2.3 

21 

2.3 

627 

67.8 

South  Dakota 

1,098 

2.8 

60 

5.5 

754 

68.7 

Nebraska 

:    1,702 

2.6 

28 

1.6 

1,045 

61.4 

Kansas 

2,803 

3.6 

21 

1.7 

1,508 

53.8 

South 

:   68,470 

6.7 

6,149 

9.0 

31,579 

46.1 

Delaware 

:      230 

6.3 

6 

2.6 

124 

53.9 

Maryland 

:    1,475 

7.9 

60 

4.1 

769 

52.1 

Virginia 

:   4,668 

8.2 

257 

5.5 

2,350 

50.3 

West  Virginia 

1,557 

7.6 

19 

1.2 

832 

53.5 

North  Carolina 

5,580 

6.2 

814 

14.6 

2,966 

53.2 

South  Carolina 

3,304 

9.9 

897 

27.1 

1,138 

34.4 

Georgia 

:    3,736 

6.4 

458 

12.3 

1,987 

50.8 

Florida 

:    4,441 

10.1 

197 

4.4 

2,143 

48.3 

Kentucky 

:    7,750 

7.0 

116 

1.5 

3,981 

51.4 

Tennessee 

:    6,585 

6.8 

261 

4.0 

2,901 

44.1 

Alabama 

:    3,514 

6.1 

616 

17.5 

1,409 

40.1 

Mississippi 

:    3,681 

6.8 

1,120 

30.4 

1,564 

42.5 

Arkansas 

:    3,408 

5.8 

254 

7.5 

1,761 

51.7 

Louisiana 

:    2,112 

5.4 

244 

11.6 

889 

42.1 

Oklahoma 

:    4,584 

5.8 

366 

8.0 

1,962 

42.8 

Texas 

:   11,845 

6.1 

464 

3.9 

4,893 

41.3 

West 

:   17,037 

5.9 

1,253 

7.4 

8,467 

49.7 

Mont  ana 

:    1,261 

5.2 

36 

2.9 

766 

60.9 

Idaho 

:      818 

3.1 

56 

6.8 

423 

51.7 

Wyoming 

:     478 

5.6 

5 

1.0 

266 

55.8 

Colorado 

:    1,475 

5.0 

46 

3.1 

671 

45.5 

New  Mexico 

:     894 

6.3 

112 

12.5 

420 

47.0 

Arizona 

:     467 

6.1 

34 

7.3 

181 

38.8 

Utah 

:     375 

2.7 

4 

1.1 

173 

46.3 

Nevada 

:     206 

7.2 

13 

6.3 

94 

45.6 

Washington 

:    2,065 

5.5 

48 

2.3 

956 

46.3 

Oregon 

:    2,187 

6.3 

27 

1.2 

1,156 

52.9 

Cali  fornia 

:    6,204 

7.6 

374 

6.0 

2,983 

48.1 

Alaska 

:      28 

7.3 

- 

- 

10 

35.7 

Hawaii 

:      579 

13.4 

498 

86.0 

368 

63.6 

-  Zero  or  a  percentage  which  rounds  to  less  than  0.1. 


\J      Excludes  abnormal  farms  (institutional  farms,  experimental  and  research  farms,  and 
Indian  reservations). 


Source:   1978  Census  of  Agriculture. 
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concentration  of  these  large  operations  is  found  in  the  South,  which  also  accounts 
for  the  largest  share  of  female-operated  farmland. 

Value  of  sales  data  is  used  to  measure  the  scale  of  agricultural  activity  and 
to  determine  the  importance  of  various  commodities.   These  data  indicate  that  the 
largest  proportions  of  men  and  women  specialize  in  livestock  operations.   This  farm 
type  constitutes  42  percent  of  all  U.S.  farms  and  4-5  percent  of  those  run  by  women. 
Although  the  relative  importance  of  this  and  other  farm  types  varies  from  one  region 
to  another,  substantial  numbers  of  livestock  farms  are  found  in  all  regions.   The 
second  largest  farm  class  is  cash  grain  farms.   This  type,  largely  concentrated  in 
the  North  Central  region,  accounts  for  25  percent  of  all  farms  operated  by  men  and  14 
percent  of  those  operated  by  women.   Women  not  engaged  in  livestock  or  cash  grain 
farming  most  often  run  tobacco,  other  field  crop,  fruit  and  nut,  or  animal  specialty 
farms  (mostly  horse  breeding).   Men,  on  the  other  hand,  most  frequently  operate  dairy 
farms  in  addition  to  tobacco  and  other  field  crop  enterprises. 

As  a  group,  female  farmers  are  much  older  than  their  male  counterparts.   One- 
third  are  65  years  old  or  more,  compared  with  less  chan  one-sixth  of  male  farmers. 
This  age  difference  is  largely  due  to  the  relatively  high  number  of  widowed  female 
farmers,  many  of  whom  are  not  officially  designated  as  farm  operators  until  their 
husbands  die.   This  factor  also  partly  explains  the   high  proportion  of  women  who  are 
full  owners  and  the  small  size  of  their  farms;  older  people,  regardless  of  sex,  tend 
to  reduce  their  farming  operations  and  not  to  rent  additional  land. 

Other  data  available  from  the  census  show  that: 

*Female  farmers  are  more  common  among  blacks  and  minority 
farmers  (10  percent  of  all  farmers  in  this  category) 
than  among  white  farmers  (5  percent). 

*A  high  proportion  of  both  male  and  female  operators  do 
not  report  farming  as  their  principal  occupation,  but 
the  incidence  is  greater  for  females  (51  percent)  than 
males  (46  percent). 

*There  is  little  difference  between  men  and  women  in  terms 
of  farm  ownership  characteristics — nearly  9  out  of  every 
10  farms  are  owned  by  individuals  or  families,  and  only 
about  1  of  every  10  are  run  by  partnerships  and  corpora- 
tions combined. 

For  further  information,  call  Judith  Z.  Kalbacher,  (202)  447-8201. 
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